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Early Childhood Care and Education
Early childhood is a time of great opportunity for learning and early interventions 
which promote social and educational development are well proven to be beneficial 
to children providing both short and long term benefits. In fact, high quality Early 
Childhood Care and Education (ECCE) delivers long-term dividends to children, 
families and society and as a result are more cost effective than later remediation 1. 

While every child can benefit from quality ECCE, for children living in poverty it can 
be an escape route out of the intergenerational cycle of poverty2. Participation in 
quality ECCE improves children’s social and emotional development, readiness for 
school and overall school performance. 

ECCE in Ireland 
Historically, the development of  ECCE in Ireland has been very piecemeal, largely 
responding to the needs of parent’s employment patterns rather than focusing on 
children’s needs. ECCE services include pre-schools, play groups, day nurseries, 
crèches (private and community based), childminders and other similar services 
looking after more than 3 preschool age children. These services target children 
under 6 years of age, who are not attending a national school or equivalent. 

ECCE does have a positive impact, but only when the quality is high enough. 
Research shows that quality depends on having a highly skilled and trained 
workforce, with low staff turnover, and a high ratio of staff to children. 

The costs for ECCE services in Ireland are among the highest in the EU making the 
issue of affordability a constant feature. According to the CSO, 60% of  households in 
Ireland say they do not have access to high quality, affordable childcare in their 
community3. Figures from OECD show  that for a typical dual-earner family seeking 
full-day care for two children it costs 29% of the family’s net income compared to an 
OECD average of 13%. For a one-parent family earning two-thirds of  the average 
wage, ECCE costs 52% of  the family’s net income in Ireland, compared to an OECD 
average of 12%.

A direct consequence of these high costs means that some children are excluded 
from participating in quality ECCE and can prevent parents trying to return to work 
thereby perpetuating rather than eliminating child poverty4. 

Government’s ECCE Policy
The Government’s main response to the growing ECCE sector was to give direct 
financial supports to parents through universal payments of  Child Benefit and Early 
Childcare Supplement. This was coupled with the National Childcare Investment 
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Programme 2006-2010 with a budget of €575m and an aim to create 50,000 
childcare places. It also planned to create 12,000 training places for the ECCE sector 
which is slowly being rolled out. The publication of the Workforce Development Plan 
for the Early Childhood Care and Education sector is imminent.  

Free Pre-School Year
Now, for reasons of cost effectiveness and to improve accessibility for all children, 
the Government has ceased the Early Childcare Supplement in favour of establishing 
the Free Pre-School Year which provides for a year of  free early care and education 
for all children the year prior to joining primary school. Beginning in January 2010, 
the provision amounts to 3 hours per day, 5 days a week over a 38-week year or 2 
hours and 15 minutes per day, 5 days a week over a 50-week year or a variation 
involving 3 or 4 days a week depending on what the parents choose. 

This development was widely welcomed by Barnardos and others who had lobbied 
for a long time for the introduction of  a universal scheme. Central to the success of 
this scheme will be the ongoing professionalization of the sector through staff training 
and adherence and implementation to quality standards. 

Quality standards come largely in the form of Siolta: the National Framework for 
Quality in Early Childhood Education which includes standards for quality early 
childhood education and is being rolled out across the ECCE sector. Aistear was 
launched in autumn 2009 and is the new  curriculum framework for all children from 
birth to six years across the range of  ECCE settings in Ireland. It provides 
information, ideas and suggestions to help support children's learning and 
development in these early years.

Addressing affordability
While progress has been made for 3-6year olds, issues around affordability and 
access remain for those from 0-3 year olds. To address some of  these the Office of 
the Minister for Children and Youth Affairs introduced the Community Childcare 
Subvention Scheme (CCSS) 2008 - 2010. Its successor the Community Childcare 
Subvention is being introduced from September 2010. Like the CCSS, its successor 
is administered by POBAL.

This scheme is administered through community childcare providers and aims to 
reduce childcare fees for parents who are in receipt of social welfare payments or 
Family Income Supplement or other forms of low  income benefit, such as the Medical 
or GP card. The amount of  the subvention the provider receives varies according to 
the type of benefit the parent is in receipt of  and the duration of the childcare being 
availed of. The community childcare services receive the following subventions for 
full daycare places for parents who are in one of the following categories:

• The rate of subvention for Band A parents is €100 per week for a Full Daycare 
place, with pro-rata reductions for part-time, sessional and half sessional 
places. This includes parents on a social welfare related payment, or Family 
Income Supplement or are on a Community Employment or Rural Social 
Scheme (Band A).

• Childcare services are grant-aided so they may reduce fees by €50 per 
week for certain low-income parents in Band B (whose income is above the 
FIS threshold e.g. those families in receipt of medical or GP only cards).

While aiming to redress the affordability issues, the CCSS has been criticised for 
being overly bureaucratic resulting in the potential creation of  a 2 tier system with 
community childcare providers only servicing children living in disadvantage. This is 
because the onus is on the service provider to gather financial information from the 
parents to be passed to POBAL and then to the Department of Social Protection to 



deem their eligibility, a task that is very sensitive and for which service providers are 
not trained. Also parents not wishing to disclose their financial circumstances may not 
enrol the child in the service preferring to keep them at home until they can avail of 
the Free Pre-School Year or try and place them in a private crèche if they can afford 
it. Essentially the scheme focuses only on economic disadvantage and fails to 
consider the needs of the children directly.

These issues are added to the fact that the community providers rely heavily on FAS 
CE staff to run the service. This dependency raises questions on the level of  training/ 
qualifications among the staff  and the subsequent quality of  care being provided. It 
also endangers the long term viability of  the service as there is a continual high staff 
turnover and any cuts to FAS CE programme could result in the permanent loss of 
staff and subsequent closure of the service. 
In an effort to facilitate and encourage parental participation in training and education 
the Employment and Training Support scheme has been established. This scheme 
subsidies childcare costs for those parents who are qualifying FAS trainees or VEC 
students.  Participating services will be paid a weekly capitation fee for each place 
reserved, at the rate of €170 for a full-day service (at least 10 hours), €95 for a half-
day service (at least 5 and a half  hours) and €50 for an after school service (at least 
3 hours).  The capitation fee will be paid for an agreed number of  weeks within the 
September to August Term.  
Inspections
All ECCE providers are subject to inspections by the HSE to ensure adherence to the 
Child Care (Pre-School Services) (No 2) Regulations 2006 and Child Care (Pre-
School Services) (No 2) (AMENDMENT) Regulations 2006. These Regulations set 
down standards of  health, safety and welfare that must be in place when providing a 
service. The National Children’s Nurseries Association 2009 annual survey found 
31% of their members did not receive an inspection visit. Issues around inadequate 
numbers of inspectors coupled with inconsistencies and variations in how  inspections 
are conducted and the resultant impact on the quality of the service remain 
outstanding. 

Future ECCE policy 
The National Childcare Investment Programme 2006-2010 is coming to an end. 
Barnardos is eager that a successor build on its strengths and develop 
comprehensive ECCE supports, infrastructure and services where the needs and 
rights of children and family are central and the quality of  provision and highly skilled 
workforce are guaranteed. Such a national strategy should be underpinned by the 
following principles: 

• Pedagogy in early childhood is expressed by curricula or programmes of 
activities which take a holistic approach to the development and learning 
of the child and reflect the inseparable nature of care and education.

• Quality early childhood settings acknowledge and respect diversity and 
ensure that all children and families have their individual, personal, 
cultural and linguistic identity validated.

• A professional, well-trained and competent early childhood workforce is 
fundamental to the provision of quality and developmental experiences for 
children.

• A partnership approach between all stakeholders with an interest in early 
childhood care, health and education is essential for the implementation 
of cohesive and effective supports and services for children and families 
and for the long term sustainability of the early childhood infrastructure.



Recommendations
• Guarantee a successor to the National Childcare Investment Programme 

(2006-2010) to increase state subsidised facilities, ensure adherence to 
quality standards and develop the professionalization of the sector with the 
aim to enable more children aged 0-6years to avail of quality early years 
education. 

• Additional resources to ensure roll out and adherence to the national 
Framework for Quality (SIOLTA) and the Curricular Framework (AISTEAR) in 
all ECCE settings.

• Ensure consistency in how  inspections are conducted to ensure all 
Regulations are being adhered to. 

• Evaluate the roll out of the Free Pre-School Year to ensure gaps in service 
provision can be addressed and provision expanded over the next 10 years.

 


